Abstract
Introduction
In 2009, faculty in the College of Education (COE) at Mississippi State University (MSU) -Starkville and the MSU-Meridian Division of Education were awarded a Transition to Teaching grant that was funded through the United States Department of Education. This federally funded grant, Learning and Educating through Alternative Programs (LEAP) , is a collaborative project with faculty and staff in MSU's COE, the Mississippi Department of Education (MDE), and a consortium of 42 high-need rural Local Education Agencies (LEAs).
State of Mississippi Statistics
The state of Mississippi, which is located in the southern part of the United States of America (U.S.) and borders the Gulf of Mexico, faces an array of problems that often make it difficult for school districts to recruit and retain sufficient numbers of qualified teachers. In 2008, the United States Census Bureau reported that Mississippi had an estimated population of 2,938,618 with approximately 555,834 of that estimated population comprised of children in the kindergarten through twelfth grade range. Mississippi has the largest proportion of African Americans of any state in the United States, currently 37.1%. The balance of the population is white (60.1%), with a very small population of other residents (2.8%) who are Hispanic, Asian, or Native American. Education in Mississippi is considered primarily rural, with 46% of students living in rural areas and over 50% of state education funds going to rural districts. 
Highly Qualified Teachers
One of the most powerful factors in students' academic success is their access to well-prepared teachers. Teacher quality, which includes teacher certification status, degree in field, and participation in high-quality professional development, all have a significant impact on student outcomes [1] ; [2] ; [4] . Improving the quality of teaching in the classroom has the greatest impact on those students identified as most educationally at risk. Sanders and Rivers (1996) found that in some instances the effects of wellprepared teachers on student achievement are stronger than the influences of student background factors, such as poverty, language background, and minority status. Gándara and Maxwell-Jolly (2000) stated that well-qualified teachers provide a wide range of teaching strategies by: asking questions that make students think and answer fully; addressing students' learning needs and curriculum goals; making subject matter accessible to diverse groups of students; and by making rigorous learning satisfying and fun. Finally, research shows that teacher certification and/or teacher experience and preparation correlate significantly with student achievement even after factoring out the effects of student poverty [5] .
Highly qualified teachers are those teachers who have earned at least a bachelor's degree, demonstrated content knowledge in each core content area he/she teaches, and do not have any waivers of the requirements for full state certification. A teacher is not considered to meet the highly qualified certification requirements if the teacher has had certification waived on an emergency, temporary, or provisional basis, including temporary out-of-state certificates, transitional certificates, temporary provisions, interim certificates, or out-of-field permits. Implementation of the No Child Left Behind Highly Qualified Teacher Requirement means that states must take action to ensure that inexperienced, unqualified, or out-of-field teachers do not teach poor or minority children at higher rates than other children.
Teacher Shortage
There is a critical shortage of highly qualified teachers across the state of Mississippi. Many teachers were teaching out of their field of certification, and many school districts were forced to fill teaching positions with non-certified personnel. In the 2007-2008 academic school year, 3.8% of instructors in Mississippi held emergency licenses. About 6% of core classes were taught by teachers who were not considered highly qualified. In poorer districts, 11.8% of core classes were taught by teachers who were not highly qualified. As reported by the Clarion-Ledger, a state-wide newspaper, in December 2008, "With 2,397 teachers in classrooms in Mississippi on emergency licenses, the state is facing a teacher shortage that could worsen next year if even a fraction of the 6,000 veteran educators' eligible to retire actually do so."
The state of Mississippi has attempted to alleviate teacher shortage problems by offering a number of incentives designed to attract and retain qualified teachers who will contract to teach in designated Critical Shortage Areas (CSAs). These include monetary incentives, such as scholarships and payment of tuition, fees and books for undergraduate education majors, fellowships for Master of Education and Education Specialists degree students, and moving and housing assistance grants for licensed teachers. Even with these incentives, provided under the Mississippi Critical Teacher Shortage Act of 1998, there is still a shortage of highly qualified teachers in some of the poorest and most needy school districts.
In the 2006-2007 academic school year, the state of Mississippi employed 33,494 teachers who taught 490,336 students in 1,058 schools in 152 school districts (Feistritzer, 2008) . Mississippi began aggressively utilizing alternative routes for teacher preparation in 2003. In 2007, the MDE contracted with the National Center for Alternative Certification (NCAC) to evaluate these alternative preparation routes. This evaluation showed that alternative certification programs are effective in bringing quality individuals into teaching positions that otherwise would not likely enter the profession. Only 20% of individuals who entered teaching through Mississippi's alternate routes say they would have gone back to college and completed a traditional education program in order to become a certified teacher if the alternate route program had not existed. These routes are a viable way to bring talented individuals into teaching, and the evaluation found that having multiple models of alternative teacher preparation not only works well in Mississippi, it is favored by all groups over having just one centralized alternate route in the state.
Currently, about half of Mississippi's teachers come from alternate route certification, and according to the Clarion- Ledger (2008) , "This is the first year the number of teachers certified through alternate routes outpaced the number of traditionally certified teachers." Even with this increase in alternate route certified teachers, there is still a significant shortage of teachers in the state of Mississippi. Faculty and staff working with the LEAP program seek to recruit and retain non-traditional professionals and recent college graduates to teach in high-need LEAs through a state approved alternative route to teacher certification. The goals of the LEAP program are to implement a program that will: 1) Launch a statewide search for participants eligible for an alternative route education graduate degree; 2) Provide an alternative route for certification in secondary education for highly qualified midcareer professionals; 3) Assist participants through a first year teacher mentoring program; and 4) Reduce the severe teacher shortage identified across the state of Mississippi, which includes teachers teaching out of their field of certification and teaching by noncertified personnel.
Learning and Educating through Alternative Programs (LEAP)
The LEAP program curriculum is structured to provide rigorous and high quality academic training and fieldwork in order to thoroughly prepare participants for positions in high need classrooms. LEAP faculty and staff at MSU work with this five-year, multifaceted program to expand the number of alternate route secondary teachers certified for the state of Mississippi. Since the implementation of the LEAP program, the COE secondary faculty have worked to approve the coursework so that the alternate route program could extend the certification program to include distance education classes to not only assist with recruitment but to better serve the highly qualified mid-career professionals and the recent college graduates who can assist with the reduction of the teacher shortage in Mississippi. MSU faculty and staff working with LEAP also continue to focus on recruiting, training, and retaining alternate route teachers for critically understaffed positions in high-need schools throughout the state.
LEAP applicants must meet the following admission requirements: hold a bachelor's degree or higher; have a 2.75 minimum GPA; take the Graduate Record Examination (GRE); provide a 40 hours' work experience form and three letters of recommendation; complete a successful interview; pass the PRAXIS I Reading, Writing, and Mathematics examination; and pass the PRAXIS II examination in the subject area where licensure will be obtained. Applicants must have at least 21 hours in the subject area the applicant will be seeking certification in with at least a 2.75 QPA on the 21 hours and with no grade less than a C, which are requirements by MDE for highly qualified status. If the applicant has not completed 21 hours of course work in the content area, he/she will be required to complete the balance of the 21 hours of content in addition to the 36-hour MAT-S program of study.
LEAP, a 36-credit hour program leading to a Master of Arts in Teaching -Secondary (MAT-S) degree, incorporates academic coursework, classroom internship, and mentoring. LEAP, which provides a comprehensive program of study for participants to obtain a degree and licensure in secondary education, allows participants to work with faculty and staff to plan a timeline that is best for them as they teach and complete the program of study. Although participants can complete the program of study in as little as 14 months, LEAP faculty and staff have found that it is most beneficial to work with individual participants to customize the time frame for completion of the program. The LEAP program integrates coursework and field experiences, is adaptable to participants' learning needs, and meets the requirements for an initial three-year licensure. After completion of the dimension courses (teaching internship), participants are eligible for the five-year renewable license. After completing of the program of study, LEAP teachers receive an AA (Master's) degree and licensure. The curriculum plan for the LEAP program has been developed by the MSU COE faculty to incorporate all required classes for teacher certification at the secondary level.
Each LEAP participant can receive as much as $5,000 in scholarship funds with the understanding that he/she will complete three years of teaching (service) within a LEAP partner LEA. In addition, each LEAP participant receives a laptop to be used during the completion of the program. Participants also receive additional assistance and mentoring from university supervisors and assigned mentors and assistance as they seek employment with the partner LEAs.
The LEAP faculty and staff, which serves all areas of the state through the COE on the MSUStarkville campus and the Division of Education on the MSU Meridian campus, are working with LEAP seek to certify 35 new teachers per year with a total of at least 175 new teachers over the five-year grant period.
Training, Delivery, and Timeline for Full Certification
LEAP provides a comprehensive program of study for non-traditional students to obtain a degree and/or licensure in secondary education (Grades 7-12). Key elements of the LEAP curriculum include: 1) coursework that can be completed in 14 months but programs of study are based on participant needs; and 2) a mentoring program for the participants.
The timeline for teacher degree completion and /or credentialing through the LEAP program means that new teachers can enter the classroom after completing the first summer cohort. LEAP participants are required to choose a subject and complete the education requirements for the MAT-S alternate route degree program or requirements for licensure in their particular area.
Ensuring Teachers are Highly Qualified:
Participants must pass the required PRAXIS exams in their area of specialization, and are required to pursue a graduate degree or certification-only coursework as part of their training. Participants meet with the LEAP faculty and staff to determine their individual timelines. Participants, monitored by the LEAP faculty and staff, re assigned university supervisors and mentors.
In addition student must have a minimum of 21 undergraduate hours in the academic area that they are planning to teach (biology, English, history, math, etc..).
Placement:
LEAP participants seek employment in LEAs where there is a need for certified teachers. LEAP faculty and staff work with superintendents and principals in partner LEAs to assist the LEAP participants as they seek employment. Since recruiting efforts are made to recruit highly qualified mid-career professionals (including highly qualified paraprofessionals) from the communities of the partner LEAs, the LEAP participants often go back to their own communities to teach.
Induction:
After acceptance into the program, LEAP participants meet with the LEAP staff to determine the timeframe for completing the initial coursework in order to receive the three year initial license. LEAP faculty and staff work with each participant to assist with the career transition into teaching. 
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